Social inhibition of seasonal fattening in wild and captive gray mouse lemurs.
Due to their differential reproductive investment, males and females often exhibit high differences in energy management. The main hypothesis tested in this study is that short photoperiod-induced fattening in the small primate Microcebus murinus is strongly affected by social cues. Short photoperiod-induced changes in body mass, lean mass and thyroid hormone T4 plasma levels measurements were investigated in wild and captive animals. Individual housing showed that both males and females are able to fatten. Fattening was associated with a slight increase of lean mass that reached a plateau after 3 weeks. In contrast, social grouping led to an inhibition of fattening, even when direct interactions were prevented. This social inhibition was mainly observed in males, especially when housed with females, suggesting that their low weight gain in the wild is due to female dominance. Accordingly, wild and captive animals of both sexes exhibited a decrease in T4 plasma levels, revealing a decrease in energy expenditure. Moreover, testis recrudescence observed after 20 weeks of short photoperiod exposure did not lead to any inhibition of fattening, indicating that males take advantage of female hibernation late in the dry season to fatten and use their fat reserves for the mating competition. Therefore, seasonal fattening may be used by females to prepare for hibernation and by males to prepare for the mating competition.